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Common Ground  
Across Cultures:  
APH Around the World

By Leslie Lang

The story of a Mesopotamian king is told in The Epic of Gilgamesh, one 
of the earliest known works of literature, which was written more 
than three thousand years ago in cuneiform on twelve clay tablets. 

Ancient hieroglyphs on monuments commemorate the pharaohs for whom 
they were built. Some Polynesian chants tell whole genealogies and preserve 
memories about important chiefs. 

Around the world people have always 
told, and long recorded, people’s stories. It’s 
human nature to “sit around the campfire” 
and tell stories that commemorate, celebrate, 
and pass on information.

Yet as more and more storytellers join 
APH and record stories of people around the 
world, we learn there are many differences—
as well as similarities—in working with 
people from different cultures. 

Take the experiences of Kirsten 
Sydendal, for instance. She’s an APH 
member living and working on Fejoe, the 
sixteen-square-kilometer island in Denmark 
where she was born. She says that many in 
Denmark consider it “very American” to have 
a personal story written down as a book—
and not in a positive way. “Many people find 
it strange,” she says, adding that they often 
think their story is not worth telling. “Some 
think it amounts to trying to be immortal, 
which they don’t approve of.” She explains 

Conversations With Grandma 
was Kirsten Sydendal’s first 
personal history book. She wrote 
it about her own grandmother 
shortly after her mother died  
in 1997.
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The Importance of 
Feedback

Years ago I interviewed a local country-
western dance instructor who had 
taught himself how to dance the Texas 

two-step by watching John Travolta in the movie Urban Cowboy. He 
wasn’t sure how Travolta signaled to the woman what to do, so he’d 
devised a system of tapping on the woman’s shoulder to signal his 
moves. A local generation of dancers learned that approach, which 
worked only with those who took that same class. In some trades, you 
can go only so far figuring things out for yourself; at a certain point, 
you need instruction and critique from someone who knows what 
they’re doing.

If you are doing a personal history for the first time, even if your 
best friend tells you it’s great, I urge you to get feedback from someone 
who knows what they are doing. Expect to pay for their time, because 
time spent helping you is time taken away from other paying work. 
Consider this a simple cost of doing business. 

Someone with experience will be able to verbalize what’s wrong 
and what you need to do to fix it. If you are new at video, you may be 
so excited at mastering Garage Band, iMovie, or iDVD that you ignore 
things such as story editing, editing out your interview comments, 
selecting photos that bring the narrative to life and hold the reader’s 
interest, and creating captions that tell a story on their own. 

If you are new at putting a book together, you need to know 
when just to edit an interview and when to reorganize material 
to shape a good narrative. You need to get the words, spelling, 
capitalization, and grammar right, yet decide how and when to stick 
to the narrator’s authentic voice. You need to know the traditional 
order of front and back matter and the difference between a foreword, 
preface, and introduction. You need to understand whose story this 
is: who owns it, who has the right to tell which stories, and when 
you, or your client, are in danger of invading various areas of privacy, 
publicity, copyright, or other rights. And so on.

Members: What have you learned through feedback and how did 
you get it? Join the discussion on the APH Listserv or on our groups 
at Facebook or LinkedIn.

Pat McNees (www.patmcnees.com) has been creating personal and 
organizational histories since 1990. She co-edited My Words Are Gonna Linger: 
The Art of Personal History with Paula Yost. Her Writers and Editors website 
(www.writersandeditors.com) is a practical guide to resources for writers and 
publishing professionals. 

A Letter from 
Our President
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that their attitude is, 
“When you’re dead, 
you’re dead.”

How does she 
work around this, 
and how can we 
successfully work with 
a person of a similar 
attitude? Most Danish 
people, says Sydendal, 
seem to agree that a 
grandparent’s story 
can be valuable.

Mike Oke, 
an APH member 
living in Bicester, 
England, a small 
town near Oxford, 
who has been doing 
private biographies 
since 1991, takes a 

similar approach. Culturally, he says, the British are 
very interested in family history and proud of their 
heritage, though he refers to the British “stiff upper lip” 
when he says they are sometimes uncomfortable talking 
about themselves. “But if they can see that it is for other 
people—such as for their grandchildren, or to remember 
their own parents—then they open up,” he says. “Once 
this barrier comes down, there is no stopping them!”

In some parts of the world, personal historians 
find there’s not much familiarity with their line of work 
at all. Christine Norton is an APH member in New 
Zealand. She says life story writing is not much of an 
industry there, though there is an increasing interest in 

genealogy because of “ancestry” television programs like 
Who Do You Think You Are? She says there are genealogy 
chapters going strong that have annual conferences and 
family history fairs.

In Australia, too, says APH member Annie Payne, 
preserving personal histories is virtually unknown, and 
a difficult way to make a living. So she spends a lot of 
time, she says, raising awareness about personal history 
by speaking, writing media releases and articles, and 
attending family history expos and trade fairs. She’s 

…Common Ground, continued from page 1

Common Ground, continued on page 4…

Annie Payne, who lives in Adelaide, Australia, presents her 
client with his completed manuscript on his 90th birthday.

Kirsten Sydendal’s grandmother as 
a young girl, with her mother  
and brother.

Annie Payne at the 2010 Family History Expo in Adelaide, 
Australia, where she presented a session “Interview 
Techniques and Secrets,” and sold her interview aid product 
she calls “Memory Cards” as well as an ebook entitled 
Unlocking Your Family Stories.
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also developed an online learning program (three four-
week modules) to help people learn the importance 
of gathering, organizing, and preserving personal and 
family stories.

Payne is currently working on a personal history 
with a man who is half Aborigine and half Chinese. She 
explains that the Aborigines, who lived in Australia for 
40,000 years before white settlers arrived in 1778, have 
145 recorded, distinct languages—all oral languages 
only—and a tradition of not speaking about or looking 
at photos of dead people. “So much so,” says Payne, “that 
TV programs carry a warning at the start of a program.” 

It can make detailing a family lineage difficult, of 
course. “I need to be aware of the many barriers that 
prevent my client from speaking openly,” she says.

French APH member Frederic Ganne lives and 
works in Belgium, and says that when he speaks to 
people about personal histories, he has to explain 
what they are. He thinks people in Belgium are less 
family-oriented, and possibly less interested in their 
family history. “Perhaps Americans more often have a 
family history as pioneers,” he says, “so are much more 
adventurous and romantic than Europeans.”

The personal history business is difficult in 
Switzerland, too, says APH member Amy Balderson, 
but for a different reason. “The Swiss are private about 
almost everything,” she says, “from money, to gold, 
to traditions, and to archaic educational approaches 
to relics, including personal histories, and certainly 
personal history as defined by APH.”

The Swiss are definitely not prone to talk about 
themselves, she says, which leads to some family history 

…Common Ground, continued from page 3

projects done from a different angle. “Like many 
European cultures, the Swiss are entrenched in their 
roots,” she says, “so we have done some family projects 
whereby we interview friends and family about what 
the family’s values have contributed to society here. So, 
most of the material is third-person video.”

APH member Jose Diaz de Villegas says that 
making personal histories into a book or video is new 
in Puerto Rico, where he primarily does memoirs and 
special occasion books. Elders, he says, expect a lot of 
respect, though they are very warm and will likely treat 
a personal historian as family. He says it’s important to 
know the language and also the local political history in 
Puerto Rico.

Sumit Chowdhury, APH member in Bangalore, 
India, points out that his country has a long tradition 
of preserving life stories, but primarily those of the rich 
and famous. “In olden days, kings used to have court 
poets who wrote about them,” he says. “This tradition 
probably continued with large landowners. Today it 
continues with Bollywood celebrities and business 
magnates.”

Jose Diaz de Villegas lives and works in San Juan, Puerto Rico 
where he does memoirs and special occasion books. These are 
two of his recent works.

Book design
Page layout 
Cover design
Illustration 
Scanning 
Photo editing 
Photo restoration

Award winning design
Complete production and 
printing services
Design consultation 

info@johnbennettgraphics.com

314-602-8979

www.johnbennettgraphics.com

Helping 
stories come 

to life
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But he says personal histories are not the norm 
among common people in India, who often feel 
inhibited writing about their own lives. “The perception 
is that biography/memoir books are for people who have 
achieved something really big in life,” he says. “Humility 
is a virtue and writing a book may be seen as beating 
your own drum.”

His company is trying to change that mindset, he 
says, and encourage people to record their own stories, 
especially when they can inspire others. Two recent 
projects illustrate that approach. “One was about a 
young executive who suffered a brain hemorrhage two 
years back; it’s about his journey of recovery,” he says. 
“We are also writing about school dropouts who became 
successful entrepreneurs.”

APH member Cynthia McLean, who lives in 
Vancouver, British Columbia, has worked in US/
Canada-China relations for more than forty years, and 
already had a strong background in Chinese history 
when she signed on to edit a Chinese gentleman’s 
biography. That knowledge was very helpful, she says. 
“Working with someone from a different culture 
requires more background work to establish common 

ground and trust,” she says. She makes the by-now 
familiar point about how to approach clients from 
cultures that are more reserved, whether you are 
working internationally or at home. “Focus on family–
children and grandchildren,” she says. “And if you know 
something about the history/ethnicity of the individual, 
you can suggest the historical significance of their story.” 

APH members’ varied experiences remind us that 
there are many ways to approach a project, whether you 
are working with someone of your own culture or one 
foreign to you, and regardless of the country. English APH 
member Mike Oke offers some advice that is universal. 
“Just be open and straightforward,” he says. “The old adage 
of meeting people with a smile always helps.”

Leslie Lang (www.leslielang.com) is a freelance writer just 
starting to get into the personal history business, which feels 
like a perfect fit to her. Most recently she has concentrated 
on editing books and writing for business clients, though she 
has also written magazine articles and books. She lives in her 
family’s long-time home on the Big Island of Hawaii, where this 
year her family marks its 100th year on the same beautiful land. 

HOW WE DO IT: We employ the largest, highly educated, intellectually curious, and 
culturally diverse academic transcription team of any service in North 
America -- and possibly the world.  Your content is CUSTOM-MATCHED 
to our transcriptionists!

THE RESULT: We meet or beat "unreasonable deadlines" with unmatched 
accuracy and attention to detail at an unparalleled cost savings. 
NEVER an extra charge for rush projects with a 100% guarantee 
of satisfaction or no charge -- no ifs, ands, or buts.

TRANSCRIPTION: OUR BUSINESS.

APH, OHA, & SAA Member(617) 423-2151
www.audiotranscriptioncenter.com
129 Tremont Street
Boston, MA  02108 AUDIO TRANSCRIPTION CENTER

ORAL HISTORY: OUR PASSION.
WHAT WE DO: Provide the highest quality transcription services for oral histories, 

interviews, narratives and other academic projects with the fastest 
turnaround time possible.
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In March of 2011, I had the pleasure of facilitating 
an interactive presentation at the Norcal APH 
gathering. Participants were split into five groups 

and given the task of discussing the benefits of 
personal history for the individual, the family or client 
organization, the community, society as a whole, and 
the personal historian. The discussion was very animated 
and generated some great content that underscores the 
value of what we do. In addition to enjoying and using 
this content, I hope that you will also take a moment to 
reflect on and acknowledge the great work that you do!

Value of Personal History to the Individual
We began our discussion with thoughts on how personal 
history benefits the individual whose story is being 
documented. We all agreed that the most pervasive 
benefit would be the feeling that “I matter! My life has 
made a difference in the world and contributed to the 
lives of others and my community.” 

We identified three main benefits to the 
individual:

Feeling more connected to loved ones and •	
family and having more clarity around the 
important relationships in your life.
A heightened sense of belonging and •	
community with those people and  
organizations that have been in your life. 
Greater awareness of how events and people •	
have contributed to who you are today.   
Greater sense of self-worth and personal 
wisdom about life.

Value of Personal History to the Family  
or Organization
We identified several benefits for families and 
organizations that engage in recording their histories. 
Families and organizations can do the following:

Gain a better understanding of what it was really •	
like for people who experienced remarkable 
hardships. The example given was in the context 
of the economic woes we have been facing since 
2000, particularly from 2001 through 2004 and 
again from 2008 to the present, and comparing 
them to what people experienced during the 
Great Depression of the 1930s.
Learn from and capitalize on lessons from •	
the past—positive and negative. Along with 

this comes empathy 
for people’s past 
experiences.
Gain understanding •	
about the narrator’s life 
philosophy, who he or she was, his or her core 
values, mores, and ethics—what that person 
wants to see passed on to future generations 
in the hope that those who follow will benefit 
from knowing what was most important to  
that person.
Capture and pass on a sense of connectedness. •	
These stories can help draw people closer as 
they realize how one person’s experience relates 
to other family members. This can be especially 
true of those who live far from other family 
members, who have grown distant from them, 
or never knew much about them. Having a 
fully captured family history can help to foster 
or rekindle a closer sense of family.

Often, special stories and vignettes are shared 
with only a small number of people. Personal and 
organizational histories allow for such stories to be 
shared with a wider audience and enhanced with the 
addition of pictures or other memorabilia.

It’s not always easy or possible for members 
of families to interview each other; in fact, it is not 
uncommon for people to hesitate asking certain 
questions of their family for fear of offending them or 
making them uncomfortable. However, those same 
questions posed by a personal historian may be totally 
acceptable. Acting as a impartial facilitator, a personal 
historian can draw out stories from people, creating 
a journey of discovery and unearthing occasions, 
events, and revelations that might not otherwise have 
been shared. These histories are educational and can 
be very inspiring, particularly for teenagers who are 
feeling indifferent toward or withdrawn from their 
families. Histories of grandparents or even parents can 
create bonds that cross generations—even through the 
awkward teen years. In the same way, organizational 
histories connect members to common stories and 
ideals, strengthening each member’s knowledge of and 
commitment to the organization and its mission.

As more and more people capture and share 
personal histories, they realize that even if their stories 
are different, their fundamental core values are often 
the same. In sharing stories, people are better able to 

Who Benefits from a Personal History?

By Angela Zusman
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appreciate and learn from the many cultures within our 
families, communities, and world.

Value of Personal History  
to the Community
Personal histories can have a strong impact on the 
community as a whole. Some of the positive effects 
include creating connections among families and 
between generations, building foundations, creating 
more understanding of and appreciation for diverse 
groups of people, healing old hurts, helping establish 
identities, revealing common values, and restoring or 
preserving voices and intergenerational connections. 

Other positive effects include creating a sense of 
pride in the community, capturing special moments, 
preserving traditions, building a community database, 
and helping people survive hard times based on past 
experiences. 

In essence, personal histories provide three main 
benefits to communities:   

Understanding•	  of the diversity, historically 
significant events, and cultural richness of a 
community
Preservation•	  of stories, values, and historical 
records
Connections•	  among people, as community 
members stay or return to groups in which they 
feel a part of the “bigger picture”

Value of Personal History  
to Society and Humanity
The telling of oral and personal histories influences 
society in a number of ways. It combats ignorance, 
because as we learn about all that we have in common, 
we can reach across the differences that may exist. It 
creates empathy among people where it may not have 
existed before.

Personal histories enable us to discover perspectives 
other than our own, leading us to examine previously 
unquestioned values. They can reinforce our own values 
or cause us to rethink them in light of someone else’s 
experiences.

Personal histories can enrich a dispassionate 
historical record. History is primarily told and studied 
in a linear way that often misses the human side 
of the story. Personal histories create an emotional 
connectedness to our past.

These stories also help us combat the feeling that 
we are alone. When we share stories, we realize that 
others share the same struggles and appreciate the same 
victories, large or small. By connecting generations, 
lessons of the past are not lost to the future; we pass 

down wisdom and love to the generations that will 
follow us. 

Value of Personal History  
to the Personal Historian
As collectors of personal histories, we also benefit in 
many ways. This business affords us an opportunity 
to grow in countless ways, such as learning new 
technologies and valuable interpersonal and 
communication skills. Through our practice of these 
skills and our exposure to people from all walks of 
life, we develop an understanding of and respect for 
humanity that is unique to our field. 

Being a personal historian can be fun! It’s a job 
that allows people to enjoy stories and jokes and share 
real moments.  It’s a burgeoning field that gives us great 
conversation starters, with the flexibility that allows us 
to design our lives in ways that we choose. 

Most importantly, our work can touch people’s 
lives in extraordinary and meaningful ways. In helping 
others articulate their personal sense of value, our own 
lives are also enriched. Most of us choose this profession 
because we earnestly love people; the work also teaches 
us how to love ourselves.

Angela Zusman is owner, writer, and designer at Uniquely 
Perfect (www.uniquelyperfect.com). She is the author of 
Story Bridges: A Guide to Conducting Intergenerational Oral 
History Projects, published by Left Coast Press (http://www.
lcoastpress.com/book.php?id=313). Inspired by the healing 
and transformative effects of oral and personal history on 
individuals and communities, she recently founded a non-profit, 
also called Story Bridges, to help schools, organizations, and 
communities bridge the gap between ages, races, and cultures 
by harnessing the power of stories: www.story-bridges.org

letticestuart@verizon.net
www.portraitsinwords.com 

866-296-5980

Portraits in Words

Lettice Stuart - Owner
Past-President of APH 2002-2005

Nationwide - Founded 1996
Referral Fees Paid

Heirloom Books from Tape-Recorded Interviews
Documentary and Photo Videos/DVDs

. . . the gift of a lifetime

™
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a. Have your client collect 
all their pictures and documents and spread 
them out in one area (usually a dining room 
table) where you both can access them. Believe 
it or not, this is a huge first step! Also, just 
doing this often triggers great new stories for 
your narrative. 

b. Determine if your client is willing to do the 
sorting now that the pictures are available or 
would like to pay you or a photo organizer to 
help with the sorting.

Step 3: Stage the pictures and documents. Place the 
pictures in an area where they can be sorted over a 
period of days or weeks. Don’t worry if it seems a bit 
messy—this is a process where “perfect” is the enemy of 
good! The end result will be so worth it! 

Step 4: Sorting can be fun! Really! Use 8.5 x 11 manila 
folders, each labeled with the story elements or chapters 
identified in Step 1. Have additional unlabeled folders 
available for the inevitable additional topic labels that 
will surface during the sorting. Hint: Have three clean 
paper grocery bags opened up, with one labeled “Trash,” 
one labeled “Duplicates to Share with Family,” and one 
labeled “Not Sure.” These three bags will almost eliminate 
decision stress and greatly speed up the process.

Step 5: Begin organizing and identifying the photos. 
Ideally, you should use acid-free “sticky” notes on the 
back (never the front) side of pictures and documents. 
Write information about the item on these rather than 
on the back of pictures or documents. It preserves the 

How to Bring Personal Histories Alive  
with Graphics 

By Suzanne Johnson 

Tools of the Trade

Life and People magazines tell compelling personal 
stories, but these magazines have been best sellers 
for many years because wonderful, engaging 

photos and graphics accompany and illustrate the 
stories. 

As a personal historian you know the stories 
you capture will be compelling for your clients and 
their families—but enhancing the stories with images 
will provide added value and interest. And not just 
photographs, but copies of birth certificates, ration 
cards, invitations, and awards. But how can you 
efficiently and effectively incorporate graphics to 
enhance these histories even further?

Compiling and sorting photos and documents can 
be overwhelming, but having a system can simplify the 
project. Here are ten steps we have developed through 
years of experience to provide the graphic enhancement 
every personal history deserves. I hope that these will 
help you incorporate more photos and graphics into 
your projects. 

HOW TO
Step 1: Determine the essential elements or “chapters” 
of the story you are about to tell. Ask your client to 
isolate the pictures and documents they have that relate 
to these story elements. 

Step 2: If the response to Step 1 is a blank look, don’t 
panic! There are a few things you can do to help the 
process along. (Otherwise go to Step 3)
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integrity of the originals and makes it easier to capture 
the notes later. 

Typically, the identifying phase occurs at two 
points in the process:

a. As the client views the photos during the 
organizing stage, there often is a “flash” of 
recognition. Jot down key notes and star the 
photo if it is particularly important.    

b. After you have sorted and reviewed the items 
again for inclusion and sequencing decisions, 
invest some time in further identification. There 
are now fewer pictures that have already been 
selected for possible inclusion in the final book.

Step 6: Put the photos in some kind of order. Lay out 
the selected pictures on a flat surface and look at the 
“big picture” for sequencing. This more finite selection 
phase can open up a number of interesting possibilities. 
Chronological order is typical and still often works 
best, but consider other approaches for some or for 
the entire story. Order by topic, location, and/or 
individual, e.g., Summer Vacations, Minneapolis, or 
Uncle Harry. Consider putting intergenerational photos 
of family members side by side to reveal similarities in 
appearance, interests, or life paths. 

Hint: Don’t forget photos in frames, deeds, diplomas, 
honors, maps, artwork, post cards, letters, ticket stubs, 
journal entries, etc!

Step 7: Now that you have narrowed down the photos 
and documents to a manageable core group, you are 
ready to scan. Along with publishing in a book format, 
digital preservation is the best form of archiving and 
sharing we have available today. 

a. You can scan 
on a 3-in-1 
printer, but we 
recommend 
using a 
professional-
grade scanner. 
The scanner 
is a critical 
component 
in image 
preservation and 
poor scanning 
quality will result 
in poor quality 
images in your book. A professional-grade 
scanner has a larger bed and higher resolution, 
as well as tools to bulk scan slides, negatives, 
and individual photographs…a big time saver! 

b. Do not attempt to remove old photos from 
album pages if this might cause the photo to 
tear. In this case, use a scanner with a flexible 
image frame that can be positioned around the 
desired image and scan while the image is still 
attached to the page.

c. If the material is larger than the scanner bed, 
you will need to scan it in two or more parts and 
merge them into one image. You can do this 
with a program such as Photoshop, although 
it can be a tedious process and requires a fairly 
sophisticated level of skill and knowledge—a 
good reason to connect with an APH colleague 
or someone else who does professional scanning. 

d. Try to scan the images in the sequence that you 
have determined is best suited for the flow of 
the personal history you are telling. This will 
make it much easier and faster to integrate each 
image into your story at the point where it 
makes the most impact.

Step 8: Host a web-based “virtual family reunion,” 
where all digitized images are posted online—perhaps 
with a private group on Facebook or through your 
website—so friends and family of the client can come 
together to share stories and facts about the images. 

Step 9: Develop an archival personal history photo 
book. In general, twenty-five to 150 images can add 
tremendous visual impact to a personal history. Never 
try to use Word or Photoshop to design your book. You 
need to use graphic layout software such as InDesign, 
Pages, or QuarkXpress to merge your text and graphics. 

Step 10: Once you have completed a photo book, 
create a digital version to showcase your work online, 
on your own website, or to share on social media with 
your clients’ friends and family. It is certain to generate 
additional orders and word-of-mouth buzz that might 
lead to new clients and projects.

Graphics, continued on page 11…
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Marty Walton, our beloved, hardworking 
Operations Manager, is retiring from that 
position at the end of 2011, and this brief 

profile is way overdue. She’s such a good listener that 
she knows much more about us than most of us know 
about her!

Marty comes from a long line of Philadelphia 
Quakers on her mother’s side of the family. She says 
that her mother, Allie Walton, was “feisty (Uppity 
Women Unite) and a great 
role model to younger 
women during the 
feminist revolution.” After 
attending Earlham College 
in Richmond, Indiana, and 
receiving a B.A. in geology 
in 1958, Marty married 
Wayne Vinson and 
together they raised their 
four children on a farm in 
rural Ohio. Marty’s love of 
rocks and landforms was pretty much confined to “Keep 
the stones in the driveway, kids!”

Although Wayne and Marty’s lives later diverged 
and the marriage was dissolved in 1976, the sense of 
family remained intact. Once her children were in 
school all day, Marty found jobs in customer service, 
first for a typewriter and calculator store, and later for a 
flexographic printing company. In 1985, after years of 
serving on the board of Friends General Conference, a 

Quaker service organization, she 
was asked to apply for the job 
of General Secretary, and served 
in that executive position in 
Philadelphia for seven years.

In 1989, she met Linda Lyman, who was on the 
staff of Pendle Hill, a Quaker conference and study 
center near Philadelphia. Marty and Linda moved to 
Bellingham, Washington in 1993 and in 1995 started 
their life story business, The Storehouse Collection 
of Memories, parts of which are still active. Many of 
their clients have been Quakers whom they met during 
their years of service to Quaker organizations. From 
Bellingham, they moved to Dayton, Ohio, to be near 
one set of grandchildren at a critical time in their lives, 
and later to Kennebunk, Maine, where they have been 
contentedly involved with another set of grandchildren.

Kitty Axelson-Berry spotted an ad Marty and 
Linda ran in the New Yorker and they kept in touch 
with Kitty by email as she and others started APH, but 
Marty didn’t personally attend a conference until 2000 
(Dallas). She became more fully involved in APH’s 
governance at the end of 2002, when APH was coming 
out of a devastating financial year. Marty stepped in to 
assume the role of treasurer when the then-treasurer had 
to step down from that position for personal reasons.

“Within moments of meeting her,” says Paula 
Stahel, recalling that Vancouver board meeting, “we 
all felt an enormous rush of relief. Between her sincere 
friendliness and the incisive, cogent questions she asked, 
we knew we’d found a gem. Little did we know how 
right our first impression would be.” 

After assessing APH’s management needs over 
the next couple of years, Marty proposed creating a 
new paid position, Operations Manager, a position the 
board asked her to fill starting in 2005. Her experience 
with Friends General Conference came in handy as she 
became involved with APH. “One nonprofit with a 
membership predominantly of compassionate women, 
many of whom had much life experience, isn’t all that 
different from another nonprofit with a membership 
predominantly of compassionate women, many of 
whom also have much life experience,” says Marty, 
with a grin. “It’s easy to work with people who are both 
thoughtful and sensitive and who are coming from such 
good places,” she says.

Although she has enjoyed the systems and 
structural work of administering an organization (“I do 
love spreadsheets!”), what kept her going was not the 

Hats off to Marty Walton!

By Pat McNees, APH President
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…Graphics, continued from page 9

work but the people—especially the board members, 
contractors, and volunteers who, year after year, devoted 
so much time and creativity to figuring out what was 
best for the organization. “It’s in the daily and weekly 
interactions with one another that we become most fully 
ourselves, and what fun it is to get to know someone 
so well that you know what they are thinking without 
anything being said.” She looks forward to having more 
time to get to know more members; instead of helping 
to run the conference, she’ll have time to talk, listen, 
and engage with people. “I may be ready to let go of 
APH responsibilities, but I’m certainly not ready to let 
go of APH members!” She will also spend more time 
with her four children and seven grandchildren (four 
in Ohio and three in nearby Massachusetts, from first 
grade to college age). Her children, their spouses, and 
some of the grandchildren visited her in Maine over 
July 4th weekend to celebrate her seventy-fifth birthday. 
She was given permission to share with us snippets from 
some of their birthday messages: 

From her fourteen-year-old granddaughter Emily: •	
“She has always let me express myself and be wild.”
From her son Dean: “…at various times of personal •	
turmoil in my own life…she didn’t reach in to take 
ownership of my problems but rather listened, 
reflected, guided, just was there.”
From her twelve-year-old grandson Nathan: •	

“Asking ‘Are we there yet?’ or ‘How long until we 
get there?’ doesn’t help AT ALL!”
From her daughter Julie: “Mom never fretted •	
about my climbing trees, running all over the 
farm, or scaling the high beams in the big barn. 
I grew up with the feeling that I could climb 
anything and run like the wind.”
From her sixteen-year-old granddaughter Jessica: •	
“You’ve taught me the value of a house to go to… 
and a card game to keep yourself busy. They’re 
more than items when shared with someone 
special in your life.”
From her son Scott: “The earth is to be treasured •	
and the universe is beyond fascination.”
From her nine-year-old grandson Andrew: •	
“Grandmommy taught me how to play Skipbo, 
to play Tripoli, to snuff out candles, and to make 
fresh-squeezed orange juice.”
From her son Doug: “It’s November 1963 and •	
President John Fitzgerald Kennedy has just been 
killed. Don’t know if I had ever seen Mom cry before, 
but that time has stuck with me. At four years old, 
our family seemed suddenly a little less insular; I felt 
the tendrils of the outside world reaching in…and 
surprisingly, parents were people, too.”
From her six-year old granddaughter Victoria: •	
“How to be a nice person.”

Thanks, Marty, and buckets of love from all of us.

Examples
Here are links to a few photo-based personal histories 
that we have worked on that are vivid examples of 
the impact derived from the merging of graphics and 
personal history. 

The son of a German prisoner of war survivor 
commissioned the Berry book. A Memories Shared  
affiliate in Connecticut worked with the client to scan  
the proverbial box of photos, letters, and documents.  
The compelling result can be seen at  
http://www.photobookpress.com/client-books/berry.  
The family was so thrilled with the book that they ordered 
multiple copies, including one to present to the Air Force 
Museum.

Another example is the Fern Ishmael book, Some 
of What I Remember, which can be seen at http://
memorieshared.com/client-books/remember-2.php. 
A completed memoir with images and content, this 
is a story told with family pictures and captions to 
supplement the author’s story.

One of our favorite personal history photo books 
is Aye, the compelling story of a missionary doctor in 

Nigeria in the early part of the 20th century. Aye can be 
seen at http://www.photobookpress.com/look-inside/
family-history-aye. 

With her responsibilities for market development for 
PhotoBook Press, Suzanne Johnson has developed a passion 
for the preservation of personal histories. Prior to joining 
PhotoBook Press, Suzanne led marketing and product 
development as a vice president with Creative Memories, 
Macy’s, Bloomingdale’s, and Avon Products. 

 

PhotoBook Press has been developing 
unique new technologies to further the 
preservation of family history for almost 
a decade. The Memories Shared division 
specializes in direct support to customers 
from trained affiliates throughout the US and 
Canada who can locally scan old documents 
and photos and create digitized images that 
can then be uploaded for printing as photo 
books. To learn more, visit the company at 
www.photobookpress.com or  
www.memorieshared.com. 
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Single vs. Multiple Images
Gershman:  Relatives can get a big kick out of seeing a 
“likeness” between their faces and the face on the cover. 
But to me, a single photograph never quite affects us as 
powerfully as a high concept. Why do you think that is so?
Barnes: To convey deeper meaning, you need something 
more than what just one family photograph has to 
say. A cover suggests clues about the deeper meanings 
inside that body of work. It’s all part of that critical first 
impression.
Gershman:  It’s also easy to forget that you are 
writing for new generations with completely different 
expectations.
Barnes: Exactly. Today’s reader is a big consumer 
of media and is sophisticated, processing tons of 
information all at one time. So the more elements on 
the cover, the more layers of meaning the reader is likely 
to interact with. A static image suggests a moment 
frozen in time. Complex imagery, on the other hand, 
suggests relationships between multiple elements in your 

story and a relationship with your title as well. Your 
cover now becomes a compelling puzzle.
Gershman: Among some APH members, there’s a 
comfort level with the traditional book cover. It might 
be a simple linen and leather design, and not illustrated. 
Why don’t we see more of a carry-over from commercial 
publishing design?
Barnes: People who are printing privately are often 
working with offset printers who’ve long sold these 
solutions as the “classier” options. 
Barrett: I don’t look at personal histories as just another 
book to put on the shelf, but as coffee table art books. 
I’m always paying attention to a client’s surroundings, 
talking to them about how their book will “live” in their 
environment. It doesn’t have to be the book that’s read 
cover to cover at one reading, but they should enjoy 
spending time with it. So I apply that logic to cover 
design: their book should be artful in and of itself. 
Gershman:  Linda, I’ve heard you say narrative and 
design “simply must go hand-in-hand if we want to do 
justice to the story.” What do you mean by that?
Coffin:  Well, I find that there are many compelling 
and well-written stories that go unread simply because 
they look amateurish or even downright bad. Too often, 
design is treated as just window-dressing (as in, “this 
isn’t about a pretty design—it’s about the story!”). Of 
course the story is the center of the whole thing. But 
most people are unaware of how much a good design 
can be a vital communication tool, telling its own story 
about the narrative and the narrator.

Cover Design Options
Gershman:  The iconic photo centered “in a field” or in 
full bleed are the easiest to create. With the additional 
layering of photos or illustrations, the price goes up, 
about 150 percent or more on average. Some artists/
book designers charge a flat fee for creating images or 
researching images. Others charge hourly (usually  

Cover Art: It’s Not Just Window Dressing

By Nancy Gershman

Editor’s Note: Legacy portrait artist Nancy Gershman recently spoke with artists and book 
designers about the value of embedding meaning into cover art for book jackets, CDs, and 
DVDs. Contributors to this article include Nancy Barnes of Stories To Tell Books  
(www.StoriesToTellBooks.com); Ronda Barrett of Honor Your Story (www.HonorYourStory.
com); Linda Coffin of History Crafters (www.HistoryCrafters.com); Enid Grigg of Heritage 
Biographies (www.HeritageBiographies.com); Lisa Kagan of Family Heirloom Arts (www.
FamilyHeirloomArts.com); and Katie Murphy of Univoice History (www.UnivoiceHistory.com). 
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$50/hr and up).  So in terms 
of process, where do you begin 
with clients?
Barnes:  When they come to me, 
I see all their energy has gone 
into the interior. They need a 
guided process to identify which 
elements or themes they want to 
bring out on the cover. I tend to 
lump in design and talk about 
the book as a whole. I’ll say: The 
cover is not an afterthought; it’s 
the first thing that the reader sees 
and it’s a reflection of what’s inside. 
Typically I show them four 
sample layouts, each a little more 
sophisticated than the one before 
to develop the author’s eye.
Gershman: Considering some 
basic layouts—a photo centered in a field of white 
space; one dominant image with full bleed; one or two 
elements in a full bleed, with a third symbolic element 
(a photographic image or illustration); and no photo, 
just illustration and text, what are the pros and cons?
Barrett: It’s sometimes hard to get authors to move 
beyond the glamour shot mentality of the central photo.
Murphy:  I’m sort of a “less is more” kind of person. 
You want to create more of a question mark; hold your 
cards close to your chest when you tell a story. I like 
a single image that says, Come read me! I have more to 
say!  If anything, I prefer less manipulation of the image 
(unless I’m carving noise out of the photo). The perfect 
image to me is someone caught in an intimate, candid 
moment and the photo has space exactly in the right 
place for a title. The image reinforces the title and vice 
versa.
Barnes:  Headshot photos 
are a safe solution for authors 
starting out with a linear 
concept for their family 
history where they’re locked 
into chronology. But it 
almost minimizes the story 
and somehow reduces the 
subject because it will be seen 
as a flat symbol from a single 
point in time.
Barrett: A book may be about 
history, but the book itself can 
be presented in a modern way: 
clean design using negative 
space; clean fonts, legible text. 

Grigg:  Here’s a photo of two 
people in the foreground (Fig. 
1) embracing like nobody else in 
this world exists. The image of 
the couple is blown up and the 
original photo is screened back 
to make it feel like a memory. 
It’s less about technique and 
more about the emotions and 
feeling of universality. It tells 
a story without you having to 
know what that story is. 
Murphy: You want to create 
momentum, keep the reader 
moving forward. It’s not always 
easy to stop with one or two 
images. The ultimate arbiter is 
the client.
Barnes: A layout with bold 

symbolic and sentimental elements teases out themes 
for the reader. Here (Fig. 2), the subject is a florist with 
an affinity for forget-me-nots and the graphic mimics 
a wrought iron picture frame that stood on the family 
mantle. Already you can see how much more impact it 
has because of the illustrations!
Barnes:  Look at Eat, Pray, Love; it’s a clever assemblage 
of icons. Three ideas integrated into artwork that then 
becomes a nice bridge to the complex material in the 
book.

Introducing the Idea of Artwork
Gershman:  People who want to tell their life stories are 
not necessarily artistic. How do you work the client up 
to the idea of rich complexity?
Barnes: It’s easy for authors to get overwhelmed, so I try 

to make them feel comfortable 
with analogies. I liken it to 
cooking. Take lasagna: anyone 
can understand how more 
appealing lasagna gets when 
you add fresh basil! For one, I 
stay away from the highfalutin 
art talk. I never present added 
complexity as something 
new; otherwise they’re easily 
intimidated and not up to the 
task. 
Gershman: What’s the first 
order of business when selecting 
a feature photo?
Barnes:  I go for telling 
symbolic or reflective elements 

Fig. 2. A Marriage of Faith, Courage and Laughter - 
Design: Nancy Barnes

Fig. 1. Call Me Maddy - Design: Enid Grigg 
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with broad appeal rather than 
straight representation. A person 
with their dog is a lot more 
meaningful than that person by 
themselves!
Kagan:  Good “narrative images” 
really help tell the written story. 
Sometimes the idea for a very 
visual and colorful cover might 
come from a workshop, like the 
one I did recently with middle 
school students about their family-
migration stories. Their art pieces 
combined reproductions of family 
photographs, paintings, and 
drawings. In general, art helps to 
synthesize memories, experiences, 
and emotions. It allows you to 
enrich memories with color, 
texture, and other components. 

Graphic Design vs.  
High-Concept Art 
Gershman:  Whether it’s a digitally enhanced 
photograph, a photo-realistic painting, a mixed media 
photo collage, or a surrealistic photomontage, it all 
comes down to what artwork will best communicate the 
psychological “point-of-it-all.” An artist can work with 
archival photos or heritage travel photos, a self-portrait 
that’s hanging on a wall, drawings from notebooks and 
portfolios, or even a still from a film/video. Any of these 
photographic elements can then be integrated into 
mixed media or a digital photo collage.  

The important thing is capturing “the whole 
person.” So how do you tease out a richer portrait that 
plays up the themes in an author’s book? 
Barrett: One family story was about how affectionate 
the author’s family was: a lot of tenderness and touch. 
Her husband was not that type but she wanted to show 
that a balance was passed down to their kids. In a digital 
collage, we had photos of different family members with 
their arms around each other or holding hands with 
small children. 
Gershman:  In the tradition of Renaissance portrait 
paintings, I will digitally surround the subject with 
objects or landscapes that have special metaphorical or 
symbolic meaning for the reader. Imagery might come 
from the family archives or an image search. The idea is 
to subtly (or not so subtly) divulge the subject’s status, 
profession, beliefs, sense of humor, and/or personality. 

The effect of digital photomontage can be pure 
theatre, especially when I’m restaging a memory for 

which there aren’t even photos. 
In this satirical piece (Fig. 3), 
I’m telling a story about a young 
Muscovite who swears he’ll never 
serve a day in the Soviet army 
by juxtaposing four incongruous 
elements together in one fabricated 
“snapshot.”    
Kagan: Generally I show the 
client options from my portfolio 
because they may want a photo 
collage made up of maps, letters, 
and photos that doesn’t necessarily 
involve painting, or they may want 
a mixed media piece that does. In 
The Journey of Henry Kagan (Fig. 
4), I painted the human figures 
(inspired by a historic photograph) 
over a reproduction of a map to 
highlight my grandfather’s journey 
to America. 
Gershman: How hard should one 

push the client to move towards higher concept art?

Barnes:  Once you patiently explain everything, clients 
don’t balk at the expense because they see something so 
far superior. Unfortunately, poor book design doesn’t 
usually have to do with money at all; it has to do with 
inexperience.

Nancy Gershman is a digital artist and founder of Art For Your 
Sake, a studio specializing in legacy portraiture drawn from 
memories (family lore, archival photographs, or film/video and 
audio) and genealogical research. Her fine-art photomontages 
are created as custom artwork for cover (or chapter) art for 
life stories, family histories, video biographies, oral histories, 
heirloom books, and memoirs. Visit her website, www.
ArtForYourSake.com, for more information. 

Fig. 3. Tolya Serving His Country - Digital 
photomontage: Nancy Gershman 

Fig. 4. The Journey of Henry Kagan - Mixed media: Lisa Kagan 
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The book printer chosen by more 

Personal Historians

Call today to discuss your project and request a copy of our free 64-page guidebook!

www.gorhamprinting.com  •  3718 Mahoney Drive, Centralia, WA 98531  •  1-800-837-0970

• quantities 25 to 3,000

• competitive prices

• softcover and hardcover

• full color interior pages for 
 25 to 500 books

• custom text and 
 cover design

• hardcover with 
 ribbon markers, 
 slipcases, and 
 printed endsheets

• sewn hardcover 
 bindings

Several years ago my brother and I spent a pleasant 
afternoon with our cousin who resides on land 
that has been in our family for generations. As we 

walked over the land that day, we discussed old times 
and what each of us knew 
about our family’s history. 
It turned out that my 
cousin knew a great deal. 
On our walk, he showed us 
what remained of the house 
in which our respective 
grandfathers had grown 
up. Oddly enough, it is situated across a large field 
from where our grandmothers, who were sisters, 
had lived.  

I remember visiting Grandma’s home some 
fifty-plus years ago. The house looked much the same 
the day we were there as I recalled it had looked when 
I was a child: a small two-story log house with a tin 

roof and a front porch. Old 
newspapers had once papered 
the walls, and its yard showed 
signs of having been cared for 
long ago. There were clumps of grass where flowering 
bulbs might have grown in the spring and a large tree 
offering shade for the porch where Grandma and her 

family must have sat on 
summer evenings.

On Grandpa’s 
childhood home, the roof 
was caved in and some of 
its wooden shingles had 
fallen to the ground. He 
grew up in this one-room 
house and loft with his 

parents, five brothers, and two sisters. Peering in through 
the door that day, I had a hard time imagining so many 
people living in such a small space. A rock fireplace was 

My Discovered Legacy

By Barbara H. Shaver

Tales We’re Telling
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on the left wall and crude wooden steps made their way 
to the upper level on the right side. Several large old 
oak trees stood in the yard. The skeleton of one that was 
close to the left corner of their home caught my eye. I 
imagined Grandpa and his brothers climbed that tree 
many times; they may even have used it as their base 
when they played hide and seek. 

The day I was there, I could almost hear their 
gleeful laughter as I thought of them running around 
and yelling, “I’m safe” and “You didn’t get me.” The land 
provided much needed room outside for the children 
to run off their energy; inside, a table that would seat 
everyone for Sunday dinner would have taken up much 
of the floor space. In addition to the table, a double bed 
and a cot or two for children (with more cots in the loft) 
probably comprised their furniture. Although I didn’t 
see evidence of any, perhaps pegs were on the walls for 
hanging clothes or they folded their garments and stacked 
them in piles on the floor next to a wall. 

I actually grew up close 
to these home places and feel 
fortunate to have lived near 
family: grandparents, great-
grandparents, numerous aunts, 
uncles, and cousins. Even so, I 
lived into my adulthood knowing 
nothing about our family’s 
beginnings, where we came from, 
how we got to Halifax County. 
Once while home for a visit, I 
had asked my father what he 

knew about our family history. He told me all he knew 
was that two of our early ancestors, whom he referred to 
as hobos, had ridden into town on a train and for reasons 
unknown to him had gotten off and settled in that area. 
Knowing my family’s humble beginnings made feel proud 
the day I visited this place with my brother and cousin. 
My ancestors put a lot of sweat equity into building their 
homes while farming tobacco and other crops, raising 
hogs, and tending gardens.      

We followed the dirt road as it curved to the right 
and came upon the house that my grandparents lived 
in when they were first married. It was the house where 

my father was born. Its 
roof had also caved in; 
bushes and small trees 
had grown so thick 
that it was impossible 
to get a close look. It 
seems fitting to me 
that Grandpa and 
Grandma would have 
built their first home 
as husband and wife 
near where they each had grown up, on land that surely 
both loved. 

As we walked farther, we eventually came upon 
a path that veered into the woods. My cousin said that 
was the path our ancestors had taken to church. My 
heart sang upon hearing this, because I am familiar with 
the mission church that faced a country road on the 
other end of that path. That is where I got my spiritual 
beginnings. My parents drove my brothers and me 
there every Sunday morning and on numerous other 
occasions. On a fall evening in 1952, night sounds 
carried by a gentle breeze drifted into the mission. I had 
been sitting in the children’s choir with my cousins and 
friends when, during the last hymn, I got up enough 
courage to step forward, to take the preacher’s hand and 
make a commitment to my faith. 

I am grateful for the legacy of my ancestors’ faith. 
I am grateful for that path on which it was modeled, 
a path so worn from frequent use by these early 
generations that it was still visible. I can imagine my 
grandparents and great-grandparents, no matter what 
hardships they were enduring, walking along this path 
with young children in their arms, holding the hands of 
older ones, on their way to worship.       

It was unusually quiet and peaceful as the three 
of us walked over those fields. The day was warm with 
little or no breeze and the sky was blue with fluffy 
white clouds. My mind rested and remembered. Even 
in my reflection now as I write, the serenity of that 
experience causes me to pause and be thankful for the 
time spent there that day and for being introduced to 
these significant pieces of my family history. I am indeed 
grateful to my ancestors, many of whom I never knew. 
I am grateful for their work ethic, for practicing their 
faith, and for passing down their legacy to me.    

Barbara H. Shaver, an APH member since 2006, is a personal 
historian living in Danville, Virginia. She holds a degree in 
creative writing and social work. To combine these interests, 
she completed an independent study in life stories/review 
and developed a workshop on writing your life story that 
she teaches regionally. In 2008, she self-published a booklet 
entitled A Simple Guide for Writing Your Life Story. 
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Volunteer Roundup

By Sarah White, Nominations Chair

Most APH members probably realize the 
Nominations Director is responsible 
for developing a list of candidates for 

the APH Board. What you might not know is that 
as Nominations Director, I’m also charged with 
encouraging volunteerism within APH. 

I believe in the spirit of “Appreciative Inquiry,” 
the idea that every organization, and every person in 
that organization, has something good about it—it’s 
about looking for and finding the best in people and 
organizations. In this approach one asks questions 
like “What’s working?” and “What’s good about what 
you are currently doing?” (Thank you, Wikipedia, for 
helping me put that in words.)

When I decided to write about APH’s volunteers, I 
followed the “Appreciative Inquiry” approach by sending 
this simple question out to the Listserv and to regional 
coordinators: “What’s good about your volunteer work 
for APH?” I heard back from six active APH volunteers. 
Here are their stories.

Volunteering at APH Conferences  
Leads to Friendships
Libby J. Atwater of Choose Your Words  
(www.chooseyourwords.net) writes: 

“I first volunteered for APH on the national level 
when Amber Dahlin asked me to ensure that conference 
participants traveled together to an offsite workshop at 
the Denver Public Library. I was to herd people into 
cabs. Most members of the group wanted to walk, as 
did I, and I met a lot of great people that day. I’ve been 
volunteering ever since.”

Susan T. Hessel of Lessons from Life  
(www.lessonsfromlife.com) writes:

“I volunteered at my second conference in Portland. 
Just a couple days before I left, I learned I might be asked 
to do a personal history project in La Crosse about Dahl 
Ford. The day the conference started, I volunteered to 
work at the reception desk. One of those I helped was 
named Nancy Dahl, but she was from Santa Fe, New 
Mexico. I commented that I knew Dahls in Wisconsin. 
She said she was from La Crosse. When I introduced 
myself, she said, ‘Sue Hessel. I just heard about you.’ She 
is the daughter of Kenny Dahl, whose book I did. Nancy 
and I became great friends. She recommended me for 
another project, writing Bald is Beautiful: A Guide for 
Living with Childhood Cancer. It ended up as two books, 
one for parents and the other for the kids themselves. 

Working at the reception desk 
resulted in my writing three 
different books. But more than 
that, it resulted in a friendship 
that we both cherish.” 

An Independent Project Leads to Insights
Marcy Davis of Story Legacies and APH’s current 
Secretary writes:

“I’m not exactly sure why I volunteered to put 
together a database of ‘sister’ organizations to APH, 
other than Pat McNees asked for someone to take it 
on. I was new to the Board and eager to sink my teeth 
into my own project, and it sounded simple enough. I 
have to laugh now, remembering that I thought it might 
be a weekend’s worth of work. It became instead an 
ever-expanding spreadsheet with more than 550 rows 
and 30+ columns, and information that can be sorted 
in many ways. I loved thinking up new ways that data 
could be useful to the membership and the Board. All of 
this vast store of information has already proved helpful 
in providing insight in my role as a Board member 
and has subtly altered my way of thinking about my 
personal and business goals. 

“It’s now time to redirect my energies, so I’m 
actively seeking volunteers who have time to research 
and type small subsets of info into blank fields. Who 
knows? Perhaps these new volunteers will find groups 
I’ve never heard about, or suggest new fields of data 
that, when analyzed, will answer the needs of even 
more members. Then they can feel as proud of their 
contributions as I do. In fact, they should bank on it.”

Keeping APH Regions Vital
Nancy Barnes of Stories To Tell  
(www.StoriesToTellBooks.com) writes:

“I volunteered to be coordinator in Northern 
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California because we’d had such 
great meetings in the past, and I 
wanted to continue that tradition. 
To prevent volunteer burnout, 
I streamlined and standardized 
the job of coordinator. Now we 
have an easy-to-use template for 
agendas and minutes, and we 
book the same venue for all the 
meetings. Most important, our 
members have agreed to provide 
the programs, with three or four 
members offering a workshop at each meeting. This 
format builds relationships and mutual respect for our 
members’ expertise, my primary goal, and that has been 
rewarding.”

Pat White of Posters As Therapy  
(www.PostersAsTherapy.com) writes:

“Our Great Lakes Region actually includes three 
of us serving as coordinators: Jennifer Sauers and Kristi 
Woodworth from Cincinnati, who are serving the 
‘southern realm,’ and myself for the ‘northern’ half, 
which includes Michigan and my area of Central Ohio.

“The best part of my job has turned out to be 
connecting with other APH members, particularly the 
ones who reside in the Columbus, Ohio area. Before 
my appointment as a coordinator I felt a bit isolated. 
All that has now changed. Our four “Storyteers” have 
learned to appreciate the unique experience each of us 
brings to our meetings over coffee at Panera, and look 

forward to the lively and helpful 
exchange of ideas. 

“We enjoyed meeting fellow 
APH members in Ann Arbor, 
Michigan in July at a ‘get acquainted’ 
networking afternoon at the 
Downtown Library, and we thank 
Pat Kuessner and Stephanie Kadel-
Taras for hosting us. My colleagues 
Jennifer Sauers and Kristi Woodworth 
are planning a Personal History Expo 
for September in Cincinnati, inviting 

not only APH members but welcoming any people 
interested in personal history.”

Teru Lundsten, who is working toward the launch of 
her personal history business, writes:

“At my first conference in Victoria I was struck 
by how cohesive the Oregon APHers seemed to be and 
as a newbie I wished I could tap into something like 
that here in Washington. When I got wind that the 
idea of rejuvenating a Washington Chapter was being 
tossed around, Dawn Thurston accepted my offer to 
organize the effort. Ten of us met on April 30, and 
again on June 26. We’ll be experimenting with meeting 
locations and times before we settle on something that 
works for the majority of regular attendees. I can’t 
report long-term successes yet, but I’m optimistic. 
I already know it’s beneficial to meet other personal 
historians face-to-face in a more intimate setting than 
the conference. Most of us work in isolation and I 
look forward to establishing mutually supportive 
relationships with others in my field.”

Conclusion
Sue Hessel noted, “APH is all about connections—
between generations and between colleagues. 
Newcomers discover quickly that we care about each 
other and each other’s success.” Volunteering is a great 
way to experience those connections.

In APH there are volunteer opportunities to suit 
every taste, from “one-shot” activities to committee 
projects and local, regional, and national leadership 
roles. I’d be happy to hear from anyone saying,  
“If you need me, I can offer about [X] hours, and  
I’m interested in…” Complete the sentence and  
send an email with your thoughts to me at  
sarah.white@personalhistorians.biz. 

Photo got you stumped?
Ask Maureen Taylor

“Nation’s foremost 
historical photo detective” 

—Wall Street Journal

Maureen Taylor, author of  
Uncovering Your Ancestry �rough Family Photographs, 

solves photo mysteries.

On the web at:
www.MaureenTaylor.com

In APH there are 
volunteer opportunities 
to suit every taste, from 
“one-shot” activities 
to committee projects 
and local, regional, and 
national leadership roles. 
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What Strunk and White’s Elements of Style 
is to lucid and sensible writing, Vivian 
Gornick’s The Situation and the Story is to 

understanding the memoir. Both are classics that we 
need on our shelves.

In her writing classes and in this book, Gornick is 
not interested in teaching the craft of shaping sentences 
(she leaves that to Strunk and White) or crafting an 
engaging story (she believes either you’re born with that 
or you’re not). As she walks us through the drugged 
labyrinth of Thomas De Quincey’s Confessions of an 
Opium Eater, the austere loneliness of Loren Eiseley’s All 
the Strange Hours, and the gentle rebellion of Edmund 
Gosse’s Father and Son, she asks “who is speaking, what 
is being said, and what is the relationship between 
the two?” (p. 163). Page after page, she offers such 
astute analysis that like Dorothy’s scarecrow, we crave a 
brain—her brain.  

She shows us that the memoirs and personal essays 
we are drawn to have narrators who are not trapped 
in the cauldron of their own hot emotions. They have 
stepped away from the drama, and once there, have 
allowed themselves to reveal what they do and do not 
know. She reminds us that this sort of writing is not 
cathartic therapy or a self-absorbed confession. No, 
the authors have a certain detachment from their own 
experience that allows them to shape a story and define 
a self. Orwell’s essay “Shooting an Elephant” and Russell 
Baker’s memoir Growing Up reveal flawed, vulnerable 
narrators who can see themselves clearly—a vision that 
may not be entirely comfortable for the writers but is 
certainly reassuring to the readers. It’s as if we say, “I 
trust this narrator, for he is showing me the light and 
the dark of his soul.” But we are not just drawn to 
truth and a sense of completeness. Gornick points out 
that we yearn to witness the energy of a person seeing 
and becoming. After all, that is what autobiography is 
about—discovering and defining the self.

The author puts it this way: “Memoir is a 
sustained narrative pose controlled by an idea of the 
self under obligation to lift from the raw material of 
life a tale that will shape experience, transform event, 
[and] deliver wisdom” (p. 91). A tall order, but do we 
really want anything less? Would we rather read “I 
was born in Chicago, attended school in Utah, and 
took my first teaching job in Boston” or “Though 
bred in the Midwest and schooled in the West, it was 

in New England that I found 
my home—that sense of 
belonging that I did not know 
I was missing until I found it.” The first is a string of 
chronologically ordered facts and the second narrates 
the same events but with a meaningful thread that pulls 
them together. 

Gornick wrote this book to teach us how to read 
and promises that with this will come two benefits: 
learning how to write and how to teach writing. 
As personal historians, we gather people’s stories to 
create meaningful narratives of meaningful lives. This 
treasure of a book can help us do our job well, which 
is to guide our clients to the mountaintop where 
they can take in a panoramic vista of their lives. We 
need to ask them questions and offer responses that 
invite a compassionate detachment with which comes 
permission to ask the questions that define the self. 
“What have I been hungry for all these years?” “Have I 
found it?” “My parents raised me to be a certain type of 
person. What have I become?” 

We do not always have the luxury of spending 
hours upon hours interviewing our clients. Nor do we 
have the benefit of knowing them across the spans of 
their lives. We need to find ways to mine for the gold in 
their hearts—their uniqueness. In this book, Gornick 
shows us how to find that gold. 

Mary B. Johnston lives in Charleston, South Carolina. She 
joined APH in 2009 and recently launched a personal history 
business, Tell Your Stories (www.tell-your-stories.com). She is 
a retired high school English teacher and a longtime freelance 
editor. (www.marywordworks.com)

The Situation and the Story  
by Vivian Gornick

Book Review by Mary Johnston 
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Learning To Be a Personal Historian

By Linda Coffin, APH Education Director

In its early years, the Association of Personal 
Historians (APH) was a small group of people in 
the process of inventing their own profession. They 

shared freely with each other as they figured out how to 
do things. Gradually those early entrepreneurs found the 
training they needed and developed their own expertise.

Now, sixteen years later, our organization has 
evolved into a much larger group with a wide variety 
of skill levels. Our membership ranges from absolute 
beginners to people with decades of experience. Meeting 
the educational needs of the membership has become 
much more challenging than it used to be.

The range of skills necessary to run a personal 
history business is truly intimidating. A personal 
historian must be able to create a product (writer, 
videographer, interviewer, photographer, graphic artist, 
book designer, audio technician, printer, archivist, 
researcher) and must also be able to manage a small 
business (bookkeeper, marketing and publicity director, 
administrator, secretary, tax accountant, receptionist, 
project manager). A beginner in personal history may 
have had a long career in business management, while a 
talented videographer or writer may have no experience 
in bookkeeping and marketing. We each come to this 
profession with unique skill sets.

So far, most of APH’s efforts to provide education 
for our members have focused on workshops at the 
annual conference; each year, we offer twenty to thirty 
of these skill-building opportunities. Recently, we 

have added full-day intensive 
seminars, scheduled before the 
main conference begins.

Several years ago, APH 
began to produce the four 
modules that became the APH Toolkit. These modules 
focus on how to start and run a business, how to 
conduct interviews, the variety of products that can 
be created, and how to market your services. You may 
purchase the APH Toolkit in print or as downloadable 
PDF files.

Two years ago, APH added an “Education and 
Regional Events” page to the website. This page lists 
classes, webinars, workshops, and conferences on 
topics of interest. These events may be offered by 
APH members, non-member specialists, or colleague 
organizations. So far, listings have included oral history, 
video biography, social media, ethical wills, graphic 
design, project management, marketing, APH regional 
gatherings, pricing formulas, book fairs, memoir and 
biography conferences, family history research, websites, 
audio recording, workshop presentation techniques, and 
e-books, among others.

In 2009, we listed fifteen events; in 2010, we 
had ninety-nine. The total is likely to be well over 100 
for 2011. The list is only as good as the information 
we receive, so if you know of events that might be of 
interest, please go to that page and click on “Submit 
Event” near the bottom of the page. Any member may 
submit events offered by any person or organization, 
and the events can be either online or onsite.

One of APH’s biggest challenges now is to find 
ways to enhance the skills of our experienced members. 
These members are looking for in-depth workshops 
and opportunities to network among themselves. 
They are interested in academic research related to 
the field of personal history, as well as presentations 
on advanced topics by experts in related fields. Our 
experienced members value networking and marketing 
among APH members (providing opportunities for 
collaboration). Our veterans would like to see APH 
create a credentialing or certification program. They 
are also interested in “renting” a webinar platform (that 
APH would provide) for teaching their own classes.

Although we can call on our more experienced 
members to offer education for our beginners, providing 

• Book Design & Layout

• Printing Management

• Image Editing

Linda Coffin

612-724-3441
linda@historycrafters.com
www.historycrafters.com

Learning, continued on page 22…
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As a long time member of the Association of 
Oncology Social Work, I was asked to share my 
thoughts in that association’s newsletter about 

having attended twenty-one annual conferences. My 
involvement with APH is much more recent, but APH 
is always on my mind.   

Story has always interested me. In 2001, I met 
Mary O’Brien Tyrell at the International Life Review 
Conference and learned she was an RN who wrote 
about a friend who died of cancer. As a cancer-specialty 
social worker, I was intrigued; a few years later, we met 
again, with a conversation that started my love affair 
with APH.

My APH journey began with the Nashville 
conference. The talent and kindness of the members 

amazed me. I attended the 2009 
conference in Valley Forge, and 
as I promised myself then, I 
arrived in Victoria last fall with 
my first book: my autobiography entitled Happy Girl 
Michele, Tales of a True Renaissance Woman. I was happy 
to take part in Print Show and Tell and Tales from the 
Heart. A highlight of the trip was when the amazingly 
kind and accomplished Paula Stahel called me and 
another new member “inspirational.”

As a single woman, I need to keep my fulltime job 
until Medicare and Social Security kick in, so my time 
commitment to APH and life-story work is part time. 
My emotional commitment, however, is fulltime. I 
mention APH as often as possible. For example, during 
the “Doctors Who are Writers” panel at the Chicago 
Humanities Fest, I made sure the whole room knew 
about APH when someone had a question about a 
patient telling his or her story. 

APH is Always on My Mind

By Michele Williams

B&W/Color
Soft/Hard Cover (Sewn)
O�set
Digital (Min. 10 Books)
Dust Jackets, Slipcases, 
   Ribbons and more
Specialty Binding
Eco-friendly Books

For pricing contact: 
Tim Friesen 888.324.9725 
email: timfr@friesens.com 

friesens.com/historybook

...more than just an

color printer

 
Editor’s Note:  We would love to know how 
APH is a part of your life and your business!  
If you have a story to share, contact me at 
fran.morley@personalhistorians.biz.

APH on My Mind, continued on page 24…
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If you fly into Las Vegas at night you’ll see an 
improbable, ever-brighter swash of light seemingly 
rising from nowhere. Soon enough, you’ll realize 

a Brigadoonish sense of déjà vu. It is simultaneously 
reminiscent of places you’ve been, and like no other, 
and if you’re a personal historian, you might wonder, 
“What’s its story?”

Incorporated in 1905, Las Vegas has already had 
many stories, each time re-imagining itself to meet 
the needs of the existing marketplace. I see the city as 
a metaphor for personal historians; a new profession 
looking for approaches to thrive in a changing world, 
and searching for ever-intriguing ways to deliver its 
services. This year, Expanding Horizons, the 17th 
Annual Conference of the APH, takes a look at that 
idea from several perspectives.

In our rapid-paced digital age, there’s been a 
paradigm shift in how we communicate about our 
business. Only those first to market or possessing 
the skills to make a personal connection with their 
customers can hope to thrive. Expanding Horizons has 
been carefully designed to deliver meaningful content 
and new-media marketing skills for the individual 
personal historian. We will explore relevant topics for 
print, video, and audio-focused members with regard 
to today’s customer needs. And with a renewed strategic 
plan and updated brand, APH itself will be forging 
more alliances and partnerships, ensuring its place as the 
premier market leader for personal historians going into 
2012 and beyond.

There’s still time to register 
for this much-anticipated 
annual event, this year at 
Harrah’s Hotel and Casino 
in Las Vegas, October 16-20. The program will more 
than meet the challenges of newcomers and seasoned 
professionals alike, as particularly evidenced in the three 
pre-conference seminars: Raising the Stakes: Playing 
at the Big Tables, facilitated by Pat McNees, APH 
President; Immediate Past President, Paula Stahel’s 
seminar, Your Marketing Materials Matter; and Writing 
Alchemy: Reach New Horizons in Your Writing, taught 
by Kendra Bonnett and Matilda Butler, co-creators of 
Women’s Memoirs. 

To register for these and the entire conference, or 
to read more about any aspect of Expanding Horizons, 
please visit http://personalhistorians.org/conference.

I look forward to seeing you there.

Barbara Tabach operates LifeCatching, helping individuals, 
families, and organizations preserve their stories. She is an 
interviewer and editor in the Oral History Research Center at 
the University of Nevada, Las Vegas and the author of 545 Life 
Story Prompts and LifeCatching: the Art of Saving and Sharing 
Memories, written with co-author Polly Clark. She also offers 
LifeCatching certification programs, training programs for those 
who work with the elderly, and other workshops. She is excited 
about all the plans coming together for Expanding Horizons, the 
2011 APH conference.

Like the City in a Desert,  
Our Profession Shines Bright

By Barbara Tabach, 2011 Conference Chair

…Learning, continued from page 20

education for our veterans demands outside resources, 
and that costs money, often more than we have 
available. However, APH’s Education Committee is 
actively working on several of the ideas listed above and 
hopes to report real progress soon.

APH’s new website will give us the ability to create 
online libraries for our members and we hope to grow 
these libraries over time. Resources posted there might 
include links and reviews for a variety of printers, links 
to copyright-free music and images, business-document 
templates, links to academic research and published 
articles, how-to manuals for standard tasks, technology 
reviews, and so on.

As Education Director for APH, I am always 
looking for ideas of how to enhance the skills of our 
members. I welcome any ideas you might have. Contact 
me at linda@historycrafters.com with your suggestions.

Linda Coffin has been a publication designer since 1980 and 
self-employed since 1985. She joined APH in 2004 when she 
started her personal history business, HistoryCrafters. She has 
served on the APH board, first as Publications Director and 
then as Education Director. Beginning in January 2012, Linda 
will become APH’s first Executive Director.
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Speeches, continued on page 24…

www.memorieshared.com
suzanne@memorieshared.com
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Digital Imaging and PhotoBook Creation 

BECOME AN AFFILIATE:
•   Enhance your income and reputation by offering Scanning Services
•   Recreate exact (printed) copies of old albums as high quality photo books
•   Protect albums & images by digitizing & saving them to a CD
•   Share links to web-based digital flipper books
•   Create a VIRTUAL FAMILY REUNION by using our exclusive WorkBooks

Contact us to learn more, or find a local Memories Shared Affiliate

a service of PhotoBook Press

New: Seven Speeches About Personal History

A new APH publication, Seven Speeches  
About Personal History, will soon be  
available in the APH Members’ Store at  

www.personalhistorians.org. 
As the title suggests, seven members of APH—

Loretta Heindrichs, Kathleen McGreevy, Fran Morley, 
Gloria Nussbaum, Marcia Orland, Sharon Waldman, 
and Michele Williams—have contributed the speeches 
they give to audiences not familiar with the concept 
of personal history. The contributors also offer a few 
suggestions for effective presentations.

Seven Speeches is in a downloadable PDF format 
only and costs $25 (US or CA). There are no plans to 
print hard copies. 

Kathleen McGreevy, the At-Large Director on the 
APH Board, volunteered to solicit the speeches and edit 
the collection. She previously edited Module 3 (Products 
and Services) and Module 4 (Marketing) of the APH 
Toolkit. Emily Garcia of Cathemeral Press volunteered 
to design the PDF. 

McGreevy believes that Seven Speeches will be 

useful for veteran personal historians as well as those 
new to the field. “I think we’re all curious about what 
other personal historians say at the podium,” she said. 
“I remember some discussion on the Listserv a few 
years ago about having one ‘official’ speech available 
to members. I can see now why that never happened, 
because every one of the speeches in this collection is 
different. And all are very effective ways to present the 
idea of personal history.”

The collection serves two purposes, McGreevy 
said. “Primarily, it’s a service for our members—for 
less than $5 a speech, members are getting examples of 
marketing material very specific to our profession. At 
the same time, it’s a modest fundraiser for APH, which 
needs sources of income other than membership and 
conference fees to develop and grow.”

“I’ve been paid $3,000 to write a speech for 
someone else to give,” said APH president Pat McNees. 
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APH Online Store
www.personalhistorians.org/members/store

�at’s No Mirage— 
�at’s the APH Store!
With a little bit of razzle-
dazzle, the APH Store will once 
again thrill and delight you 
during the 2011 Annual APH 
Conference, held this year at 
Harrah’s Hotel and Casino in 
Las Vegas from October 16-20. 
Watch for a boring banquet 
room to be transformed into 
an APH member private oasis 
and exciting shopping center, 
seemingly overnight.
 

Here, Everyone’s a Winner!
Place your money on a sure thing 
when you buy �e APH Anthology, 
Toolkit, buttons, brochures, keynote 
speakers’ books and more. Use your 
MasterCard, Visa and Discover cards 
for purchases and to pre-order the 
Expanding Horizons MP3 recordings, 
downloadable soon a�er you get home. 
At the store you can sign up for speed 
coaching and salon sessions, or simply 
chill in the company of your fellow life 
story people. Perhaps you’ll get lucky 
and win a fantastic ra�e prize to boot!

 
But, what if you can’t  “Viva Las Vegas”?
You can pull a disappearing act and still 
purchase from the APH online store, 
anytime you’d like. �at means that you’re 
able to make out like a bandit when you 
buy the entire APH Toolkit—save the 
shipping fees and an extra twenty when 
you order all four modules as PDF �les!
 
Yup. Even if it’s midnight at the oasis.

“This treasury of speeches targeted to selling 
personal history services to people who may 
never have heard of personal history is an 
incredible bargain. If one speaker’s approach 
doesn’t grab you, another will. Model a little 
from this one, a little from that one, and 
craft a talk tailored to your specialty, your 
audience, and your personal style. It’s great 
to have seven very different types of speeches 
that have worked. The contributors were 
incredibly generous to share them with us.” 

“People will still have to write their own 
speeches,” McGreevy noted. “There isn’t any 
one speech that will work for all speakers 
and all audiences. But because this collection 
shows a variety of approaches and language 
choices, it should make that task much easier. 
And that’s great, because all of us benefit 
every time one of us tells people about 
personal history.” 

…Speeches, continued from page 23

I have many projects underway. I’ve 
been writing articles and giving talks on life-
story writing for seniors and on using self 
publishing/story telling to promote yourself 
as a visual artist. Of course I mention APH 
whenever I can.

I love the book The Purple Cow: 
Transform Your Business by Being Remarkable 
(recommended by APH member and 
marketing guru Dhyan Atkinson), and I’m 
using it in my talks. Spreading the word is an 
ongoing process. Staying visible, following 
my passions, exploring my natural contacts, 
and letting the process unfold is making this 
a wonderful experience. I thank APH for 
this. My schedule doesn’t allow me to attend 
the conference in Las Vegas this year, but I 
encourage you all to go—and to be inspired!  

A Chicago resident, Michele Williams is the owner 
of Life Story Services, which helps people tell their 
own stories. She published her autobiography, 
Happy Girl Michele, Tales of a True Renaissance 
Woman, in 2010. Michele is a licensed clinical 
social worker who specializes in working with 
cancer patients, a long time Columbia College 
public speaking instructor, a watercolorist, and  
a singer.

…APH on My Mind, continued from page 21


